The 'scent-matching' hypothesis predicts that competitors could identify resource holders by investigating scent marks from a given area and matching these with the owner's odour when they meet. Previous studies on small rodents have supported the use of scent matching among males with mutually exclusive ranges. We designed an experiment to evaluate the potential role of scent matching in the snow vole, a species in which males have largely overlapping ranges but individually use specific locations within shared areas. Initial exploration of enclosures containing a choice between a scent-marked and an unmarked area established that males were more attracted to recently occupied areas. During a subsequent social encounter with either the donor of the scent marks present in the enclosure (matching opponent) or another male (nonmatching opponent), males were less aggressive towards matching than nonmatching opponents. Furthermore, during exploration of enclosures after encounters, males spent significantly less time at the scent-marked side after meeting a matching male but not after meeting another male. These results suggest that male snow voles may use scent matching to identify potential opponents and to respond differentially to occupied areas. By modifying their behaviour after assessing the identity of their opponents, males may be able to minimize current and prospective costly encounters with resource holders. Our findings show that the mechanism of scent matching is also compatible with spatial systems in which competing conspecifics possess overlapping ranges.
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Within social systems, access to limited resources such as territories or mates often generates a conflict between same-sex conspecifics, increasing the likelihood of agonistic interactions (Krebs & Davies 1993; Pusey & Packer 1997) . Escalation of aggressive behaviours may result in serious injury, which can drastically reduce fitness (Huntingford & Turner 1987) . In this context, evolutionary theory suggests that animals should adopt strategies to avoid or minimize the level of aggressive interactions, thereby reducing the associated costs (Maynard Smith & Parker 1976; Maynard Smith 1982) . By assessing their potential opponents, individuals may be able to predict the probable outcome of social encounters and eventually decide whether to initiate aggression (Caldewell 1985; Rubenstein & Hack 1992) . For example, holders of a particular territory are generally more likely than intruders to escalate aggression to defend it (e.g. Krebs 1982; Grafen 1987; Leuck 1995) . Thus, to reduce costly agonistic encounters with resource holders, individuals should be able to identify them in advance (Dugatkin & Reeve 1998), which may be accomplished by using signals (Bradbury & Vehrencamp 1998) .
Scent marking to signal occupancy of territories is common among many terrestrial vertebrates, including salamanders (e.g. Jaeger et al. 1986; Simons et al. 1994 ), reptiles (e.g. Carpenter & Duvall 1995 Ló pez et al. 1998) and mammals (Gorman 1984; Brown & Macdonald 1985) . Because chemical signals persist in the environment after being emitted (Alberts 1992), conspecifics can use scent marks to obtain information about the scent donor even in its absence (e.g. Johnston 1990; Ferkin et al. 1997) . In addition, individuals may be able to identify territory owners by directly comparing the scent of substrate marks with those of any conspecifics they encounter nearby, discriminating whether they match or not, a mechanism known as scent matching (Gosling 1982 (Gosling , 1990 . A few studies support the existence of scent matching in small rodents, although the particular responses of individuals towards resource holders may vary between species (Gosling & McKay 1990; Hurst et al. 1996) . For
